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1Introduction
In 1956 Martin Luther King Jr., a young African American Baptist min-
ister, achieved overnight fame when he led a black boycott of the Mont-
gomery, Alabama, bus system. King’s introduction of “massive resistance” 
as a legitimate form of racial protest inspired a Supreme Court decision 
declaring segregation in public transportation to be illegal and forced the 
City of Montgomery to abandon its discriminatory seating policies. It also 
marked the beginning of the modern civil rights movement.1
For the next twelve years King led various forms of nonviolent protest 
against racial discrimination. Th ough his life was threatened repeatedly 
and he was arrested many times for violating state segregation laws, he 
never wavered in his quest to win civil rights through nonviolent tactics 
and with the cooperation of like- minded whites. His eff orts were admired 
worldwide and inspired the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which 
has been referred to as a Magna Charta for African Americans.2
King once confi ded to his closest aide, Wyatt Tee Walker, that Jackie 
Robinson’s example in breaking baseball’s color barrier inspired him to 
pursue racial integration on a national stage. “Jackie made it possible for 
me in the fi rst place,” he said. “Without him, I would never have been 
able to do what I did.”3 Surprised by the revelation, Walker asked him 
to explain. “Back in the days when integration wasn’t fashionable,” King 
said, “Jackie understood the trauma and the humiliation and the loneli-
ness which comes with being a pilgrim walking in the lonesome byways 
toward the high road of freedom. He was a sit- inner before sit- ins and a 
freedom rider before freedom rides.”4
When Roy Campanella, the fi rst black catcher to break the color bar-
rier and a teammate of Robinson’s, learned of the remark, he was quick to 
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point out that Jackie wasn’t the only one who should be credited with the 
success. “Without the Brooklyn Dodgers you don’t have Brown v. Board 
of Education,” he insisted, referring to the 1954 landmark Supreme Court 
decision that declared racial segregation illegal in the United States. “We 
were the fi rst ones on the trains. We were the fi rst ones down South not 
to go around the back of the restaurants, the fi rst ones in the hotels. We 
were the teachers of the whole integration thing.”5
Campanella’s defensiveness came from his belief that he, along with 
other African American teammates Don Newcombe, Joe Black, and Jim 
Gilliam, should also be credited with abolishing Jim Crow in American 
society. All of them endured racial abuse in the Negro Leagues longer 
than the single season Robinson apprenticed with the Kansas City Mon-
archs.6 Unlike Robinson, who actively challenged Jim Crow, Campanella 
was more subdued in his protest because he knew white society wouldn’t 
listen. Instead he played the game at an extraordinary level, believing that 
he could play just as well as if not better than any white Major Leaguer 
and that he could crack baseball’s color line if an owner had the moral 
courage to give him the chance. Once given the opportunity, Campanella 
refused to jeopardize his Major League career by challenging directly the 
subtle forms of discrimination he faced or the state political and judicial 
systems that permitted it. He let his remarkable talent as a power hitter 
and catcher do the talking for him, believing that “ability,” not “militancy,” 
was the foundation upon which racial equality rested.
Jackie Robinson thought diff erently. He possessed a fi erce pride, an un-
relenting competitiveness, and a keen racial consciousness that had been 
cultivated on the streets and playing fi elds of Pasadena, California, a city 
that was hostile to blacks. Th roughout his life Robinson fought against 
Jim Crow, beginning at age eight, when a white neighbor called him a 
“nigger,” and continuing during his years as a stellar student- athlete at 
Pasadena Junior College and ucla and, later, as a military offi  cer and Ne-
gro Leaguer.7 Although he did not provoke the racial discrimination he 
experienced, Robinson certainly didn’t back down when he was made a 
victim of it. His defi ance sometimes resulted in trouble with the law and 
a military court- martial.8 Robinson’s greatest challenge came in the mid- 
to- late 1940s, when he became the fi rst African American to break Major 
League Baseball’s whites- only policy. Starring for the Brooklyn Dodgers, 
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he endured repeated death threats, racial slurs, and humiliating treat-
ment from opposing players and fans. It was against his nature to suff er 
those indignities silently. But Robinson had promised Dodgers general 
manager Branch Rickey that he would not strike back for fear of setting 
the course of integration back a decade or more. Th e constant pressure 
and abuse he suff ered resulted in pent- up anger. While he channeled the 
rage and hurt into a singular intensity that propelled him to greater feats 
on the playing fi eld, those painful feelings also led to sleepless nights, 
graying hair, chronic stomach trouble, and perhaps a premature death at 
fi ft y- three in 1972.9
To be sure, Robinson and Campanella possessed diff erent personalities 
that oft en clashed during their years with the Brooklyn Dodgers. Where 
Robinson was overtly aggressive and intense, Campanella was more pas-
sive and easygoing. Jackie’s race consciousness and relentless drive were 
admired by teammates and eventually opponents, but those qualities cer-
tainly did not endear him to the white baseball establishment. Conversely, 
Campy’s indefatigable enthusiasm and boyish charm made him one of 
the game’s most popular players. Th e personality diff erences are best cap-
tured in the title and tone of each man’s autobiography. In I Never Had It 
Made, Robinson reveals the sadness, pain, and bitterness he experienced 
as a black man in a white man’s world, while Campanella, who spent the 
remainder of his life in a wheelchair aft er being paralyzed in a 1958 car 
accident, celebrates the enjoyable, sometimes amusing experiences of his 
baseball career in It’s Good to Be Alive.
But personality issues were only part of the confl ict between the two 
men. Some of the tension came from mutual jealousy. Both players were 
extraordinarily talented and would eventually be elected to the National 
Baseball Hall of Fame. Robinson won Rookie of the Year in 1947 as a fi rst 
baseman when he hit .297 and led the National League in stolen bases 
with 29. Two years later, as a second baseman, he was named the league’s 
Most Valuable Player, leading the circuit in hitting with a .342 average and 
steals with 37, while knocking in 124 runs. With Robinson as the catalyst, 
the Dodgers won six pennants and a world championship during his ten 
seasons in Brooklyn.10 Campanella, a catcher, was also a mainstay of the 
Dodgers’ pennant winners of 1949, ’52, ’53, ’55, and ’56. Th e seven- time 
All- Star was voted the National League’s mvp in 1951, ’53, and ’55. In 1953, 
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his best season, Campy batted .312 and scored 103 runs, while his 142 rbis 
and 41 homers set Major League records for catchers.11 Like other huge-
ly successful teammates, Robinson and Campanella competed with each 
other for the spotlight. But they also treated the other’s playing achieve-
ments with a silent resentment that rarely if ever revealed itself in public. 
Th e jealousy went further than the playing fi eld too.
According to Sam Lacey, a sportswriter for the Baltimore Afro- American, 
“Campanella resented Jackie, who was a symbol for blacks because of his 
dark complexion.” African American sportswriters and fans would “al-
ways circle around Jackie like he was theirs.” Campy, the son of an Ital-
ian father and an African American mother, was “a hybrid, marginalized 
by blacks because of his [Italian] name and swarthy complexion.”12 Not 
even the three Most Valuable Player Awards the Dodgers’ catcher cap-
tured could match Robinson’s singular status among blacks as the trail-
blazer for integration. At the same time, Robinson resented Campanella’s 
popularity among white sportswriters and fans and considered him an 
“Uncle Tom” because he was an agreeable black man in a white world.13 
Campanella’s refusal to actively challenge Jim Crow irked Robinson, who 
near the end of his career admitted, “Th e more [I see] of Camp, the less 
I like him.”14 Not surprisingly the teammates became estranged in the 
mid- 1950s, just when the Dodgers were experiencing their greatest suc-
cess on the diamond.
It would be a mistake, however, to reduce the Robinson- Campanella 
rivalry to personality diff erences or petty jealousies. Th ere was something 
much deeper to their feud, which one writer described as “combining the 
bitterness of the Hatfi elds and McCoys with the tragic comedy of Amos 
’n’ Andy.”15 Th at bitterness was caused by the inability of each man to un-
derstand and respect the approach of the other toward civil rights, and 
the tragedy was that both men shared the same goal: to secure equal op-
portunity for all African Americans. It was a confl ict instigated by a fun-
damental dialectic in African American history itself, one that embodies 
a constant but inevitable tension between active defi ance and passive re-
sistance, aggression and docility, direct action and self- reliance. Th at dia-
lectic emerged within the civil rights movement at the turn of the twenti-
eth century and can be traced to the diff ering philosophies of Booker T. 
Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois.
Buy the Book
Introduction • 5
Washington, a former slave, was recognized by most whites and blacks 
as “spokesman of his race” between 1895 and 1905. He believed that Afri-
can Americans would progress only by winning support from the “better 
sort” of whites and by working hard, living frugal and moral lives, and 
developing and supporting black enterprises. For Washington, “employ-
ment” and “economic self- suffi  ciency” were the twin pillars upon which 
the foundation of racial equality rested.16 It was a practical philosophy 
1. Booker T. Washington, a former slave, became the founder of the Tuskegee Institute 
for industrial and vocational training. Considered by most whites to be the spokesman 
of the African American race at the turn of the nineteenth century, Washington’s accom-
modationist philosophy was rejected by the majority of blacks during the post– World 
War II era. (Library of Congress)
Buy the Book
6 • Introduction
given the realities of race relations in the early twentieth century since 
it acknowledged segregation without accepting the inferior status it im-
posed on African Americans. “In all things that are purely social we can 
be as separate as the fi ve fi ngers, yet one as the hand in all things essen-
tial to mutual progress,” Washington said, giving comfort to white audi-
ences. At the same time, he urged blacks to “make friends with the people 
of all races by entering the mechanics, commerce, domestic service and 
the professions.”17 Washington encouraged blacks to develop useful eco-
nomic skills instead of protesting racial discrimination, and he founded 
the Tuskegee Institute to promote industrial and vocational education.
Although he worked behind the scenes against segregation, disenfran-
chisement, and lynching, Washington convinced white society that blacks 
would accept social segregation and disenfranchisement in exchange for 
educational and economic opportunities.18 Whites hailed this “compro-
mise” as the solution to the “race problem.” Northern industrialist phi-
lanthropists such as Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller contrib-
uted millions of dollars to Tuskegee and other southern black schools. 
President Th eodore Roosevelt, impressed by Washington’s eff ort to blend 
practical education and political conciliation with whites, welcomed his 
counsel. But as Washington’s infl uence grew, so did opposition to his ac-
commodationist philosophy. Chief among his rivals was William Edward 
Burghardt Du Bois.
Du Bois, the fi rst black to receive a PhD at Harvard, promoted inte-
gration of the races and full citizenship for blacks. Rejecting Washing-
ton’s conciliatory stance toward white society as “silent submission to 
racial inequality,” Du Bois accused him of “preaching a gospel of work 
and money” that “overshadows higher aims” for black people.19 “If we 
make money the object of training we shall develop money- makers, but 
not necessarily men,” he argued. “If we make technical skill the object 
of education, we may possess artisans, but not men. Men we shall have 
only as we make manhood the object of our schools.” For Du Bois, the 
“object” of black education had to be “intelligence, broad sympathy, and 
knowledge of the world.”20 Th ese are the same qualities that are neces-
sary for full citizenship, and it is not coincidental that Du Bois equated 
them with “manhood.” Unless blacks actively pursued and embraced 
these virtues, they would never be accorded the respect that comes with 
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moted integration of the races and full citizenship for blacks. In 1905 he organized the 
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racial equality. Accordingly Du Bois believed that blacks were emascu-
lated by Washington’s accommodationist policies and, in 1905, organized 
the Niagara movement to demand an end to racial discrimination in 
education, public accommodations, voting, and employment. As a re-
sult, the African American community was split into two antagonistic 
camps: the “Bookerites” and the “Niagarites.” Both groups maintained 
surveillance on the other and resorted to publishing essays critical of the 
other. While Washington’s opposition resulted in the demise of the Ni-
agara movement in 1909, Du Bois helped to establish its successor, the 
National Association of Colored People (naacp), and became editor of 
its monthly journal, the Crisis.21
As the twentieth century unfolded, Washington became regarded by 
blacks as an Uncle Tom for his accommodationist philosophy. Du Bois, 
on the other hand, lost faith in integration and by the 1940s began to ad-
vocate a form of black self- segregation that led to his dismissal from the 
naacp. Increasingly disillusioned with American society, he joined the 
Communist Party, renounced his U.S. citizenship, and joined the Afri-
can nationalist leader Kwame Nkrumah in Ghana.22 Th e two men’s op-
posing philosophies inevitably created a permanent tension within the 
black community over the means of achieving full equality. Th e result-
ing dialectic embodied a contrast between self- reliance and direct action 
that was refl ected in the movement to integrate Major League Baseball 
in the late 1940s and 1950s.
Although there is no documentary evidence to indicate that either 
Jackie Robinson or Roy Campanella was familiar with the specifi c phi-
losophies of Du Bois or Washington, both ballplayers were acutely aware 
of the confl icting approaches to civil rights. Th at confl ict was an inex-
tricable part of the cultural currency of ideas that circulated within the 
African American community during the mid- twentieth century. Each 
man embraced a specifi c part of the dialectic in the movement to inte-
grate Major League Baseball. Robinson thought that integration could 
be achieved only by challenging directly the segregated society in which 
he lived. Like Du Bois, he believed that racial discrimination attacked 
his manhood, and he protested, sometimes subtly, sometimes antago-
nistically. For Campanella, integration could be achieved only through a 
quiet self- reliance in which he could prove to whites that he was just as 
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talented, just as able as they were. Like Washington, Campanella sought 
to better his economic circumstances in the hope of someday improving 
his social condition. In each case, the goal was the same, but the means 
were as diff erent as fi re and ice.
Many writers have explored Robinson’s personal odyssey in breaking 
baseball’s color barrier in the broader social and historical contexts of the 
civil rights movement. Th e most notable books are Jules Tygiel’s Baseball’s 
Great Experiment (1983), David Falkner’s Great Time Coming (1995), and 
Arnold Rampersad’s biography, Jackie Robinson (1997). While these ac-
counts off er a more comprehensive understanding of Robinson’s signifi -
cance to the larger civil rights movement, none of the authors explores 
in depth the fundamental dialectic that emerged within the movement at 
the turn of the twentieth century and how it infl uenced modern baseball’s 
fi rst black player. Few authors, by comparison, have examined Campan-
ella’s role in integrating baseball or his personal confl ict with Robinson. 
Th ose who have addressed the relationship either tend to marginalize the 
feud or deny it altogether.23 Only by examining the dialectic, however, can 
historians gain a better understanding of the important roles Robinson 
and Campanella played in the integration of baseball.
Jackie and Campy goes beyond the existing accounts by examining the 
relationship of these black Dodgers stars in the broader context of the 
modern civil rights movement and the dialectic that defi ned their com-
peting approaches to integrating the game. It is not an attempt to examine 
the storied history of the Brooklyn Dodgers of the 1950s or their rivalries 
with the New York Giants and Yankees. Nor does the book pretend to be 
a comprehensive biography of Robinson or Campanella. Readers inter-
ested in those topics can fi nd many other books that are more suitable. 
Instead Jackie and Campy off ers an important corrective to what has be-
come a sanitized retelling of their relationship and its impact on baseball’s 
integration process. I begin with the lackluster early history of the Dodg-
ers and establish the social context of the story by describing the chang-
ing demographics of Brooklyn during the fi rst half of the twentieth cen-
tury. Ebbets Field became a melting pot for European immigrants, their 
children, and blacks. Brooklynites subordinated their social diff erences 
to root for the Dodgers. In the process they created an ideal setting for 
baseball’s noble experiment with integration.
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Dodgers president Branch Rickey, a visionary with a strong Christian 
ethic, tapped into the existing pool of talent in the Negro Leagues to break 
the so- called gentleman’s agreement among club owners that prohibited 
signing black players. He was aided in his quest for integration by a per-
fect storm of forces: the popularity of Negro League Baseball among both 
black and white fans, suggesting that the integration of the Majors would 
be a lucrative enterprise; a younger generation of African American vet-
erans who had served in World War II and desired greater political, so-
cial, and economic opportunities; and the receptiveness to integration of 
a new baseball commissioner.
Jackie Robinson and Roy Campanella were the fi rst two black players 
selected by Rickey. No two individuals could have been more diff erent 
in their background, personality, and approach to civil rights. Robinson 
was the son of a southern sharecropper who deserted his family. Raised 
by a God- fearing mother and his four older siblings in Pasadena, Jackie 
learned at an early age to strike back against the racial injustices he ex-
perienced. He channeled his frustration with Jim Crow into sports and 
became an outstanding college athlete. When the United States entered 
World War II, he served as a second lieutenant and challenged the segre-
gated policies of the military. Th reatened with a court- martial for refus-
ing to sit in the back of an army bus, Robinson was honorably discharged. 
He joined the Kansas City Monarchs of the Negro Leagues, where Dodg-
ers scouts discovered his talent. Rickey was immediately impressed by 
Jackie’s outstanding athletic ability, competitive fi re, and courage. Th ese 
special qualities, along with Robinson’s college and military experiences, 
convinced the Dodgers’ president to select him for his experiment in in-
tegration rather than a more established Negro League star.
Campanella was also a product of the environment in which he was 
raised, but unlike Robinson, he enjoyed a stable home life as a youngster. 
He was the son of a black mother and an Italian father who sold fruits 
and vegetables on the streets of Philadelphia. Th e happy- go- lucky teen-
ager quit high school to begin his professional career with the Baltimore 
Elite Giants. He soon challenged Josh Gibson as the dominant catcher of 
the Negro Leagues. During World War II, Campy, who as the married 
father of two children was exempt from military duty, completed his al-
ternative service on an assembly line making steel plates for army tanks 
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and managed to continue his playing career. Aft er the war the Dodgers 
scouted the power- hitting catcher. Attracted by Campy’s exceptional play-
ing ability, leadership, and boyish enthusiasm for the game, Rickey seri-
ously considered him as a candidate to break the color line but ultimately 
made him his second choice.
Th e year 1947 was pivotal for both players. Robinson broke Major 
League Baseball’s color barrier and did so with a dignity and restraint 
never seen before or since in the sports world. While opposing players 
spiked him on the base paths and showered him with racial obscenities, 
opposing fans mailed him death threats. Th rough it all, Jackie persevered, 
channeling his anger into his on- fi eld performance. In the process he 
brought the Negro Leagues’ electrifying style of play to the Majors and 
quickly became baseball’s top drawing card. Meanwhile Campanella dis-
tinguished himself as a catcher in the Dodgers farm system at Nashua, 
New Hampshire, where he proved that a black man did indeed possess 
the intelligence and physical ability to lead a professional baseball team. 
His leadership would become indispensable to the success of the Brook-
lyn Dodgers in the 1950s.
In the spring of 1948 Jackie and Campy were united in Brooklyn. As 
the only black Dodgers, they established a mutual support system on and 
off  the fi eld. But the following year their bond began to deteriorate, aft er 
Rickey removed the “no striking back” ban on his star second baseman. 
Jackie, now free to express himself, became increasingly combative. On 
the fi eld he taunted opponents and antagonized umpires. Off  the fi eld he 
was an outspoken advocate of civil rights, voicing his sentiments to the 
House Un- American Activities Committee, which was holding hearings 
on the Communist infi ltration of American minority groups.
Aft er repeated attempts to discourage his friend’s controversial behav-
ior, Campanella began to distance himself from Robinson. Th e breaking 
point in their friendship came aft er the 1949 season, when the two team-
mates went on a barnstorming tour through the South. A disagreement 
over Campy’s fi nancial compensation and Robinson’s unwillingness to 
rectify the situation irreparably damaged the relationship.
During the next seven years Robinson and Campanella struggled to 
keep their personal confl ict in check so it would not interfere with the 
positive team chemistry that was essential to the Dodgers’ success in the 
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1950s. Robinson was increasingly antagonistic toward baseball’s white pow-
er structure and press and unapologetic about using his status as a star 
athlete to further the cause of civil rights whenever possible. His proactive 
approach against racial discrimination— both perceived and real— placed 
him on an inevitable collision course with Campanella, who refused to 
engage in racial politics; he led by example, believing that his on- fi eld 
performance would do more for other black players than controversial 
remarks or protests.
Contrary to popular belief, Robinson and Campanella had very little 
in common aside from race and baseball. While both individuals men-
tored younger African American teammates, their diff erent approaches 
to civil rights created tension among those same players. Fortunately for 
the Dodgers, Campanella and Robinson suppressed their diff erences on 
the playing fi eld, allowing the team to capture their only World Series 
championship in 1955. But when Jackie retired aft er the 1956 season, he 
publicly criticized Campanella for his refusal to protest racial discrimi-
nation. Campy was quick to return the criticism, and the two men were 
estranged for nearly a decade.
Jackie and Campy is a very human as well as necessary account of the 
complicated relationship between Jackie Robinson and Roy Campanella. 
Th e book does not detract from either man’s historic achievement as a pio-
neer in the struggle to integrate the national pastime as much as enhance 
the humanness of these baseball icons. More important, their examples 
reveal that public defi ance is just as important as self- reliance in bearing 
witness against social injustice. While Robinson and Campanella may 
not have realized that essential truth, their confl ict can serve as a mean-
ingful lesson for others who hope to make a constructive contribution to 
race relations in our country. It is in that spirit that this book was written.
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Brooklyn’s Bums
On Saturday, April 5, 1913, Brooklyn was buzzing with excitement. Newspa-
per boys, tavern keepers, politicians, and ordinary people were all promot-
ing or talking about the premiere that aft ernoon of the borough’s brand- 
new ballpark, Ebbets Field. A preseason exhibition game was scheduled 
between the hometown Dodgers and the New York Yankees, cross- town 
rivals who would eventually become regulars in the annual fall classic 
known as the World Series. More than a thousand early birds had ar-
rived by noon, crowding the main entrance behind home plate, though 
the pregame ceremonies were not scheduled to begin until three o’clock. 
As they waited patiently for the gates to open, the fans couldn’t help but 
be impressed by the architectural grandeur that surrounded them.1
Located in Flatbush, just east of Prospect Park on a plot bounded by 
Montgomery Street, Bedford Avenue, Sullivan Place, and Cedar Place, 
Ebbets was, in accordance with the latest technology, a concrete- and- 
steel structure with a seating capacity of twenty- fi ve thousand. Th e ex-
terior façade of the ballpark was captivating. A row of fourteen small- 
pane, Federal- style windows separated by brick pilasters ran just above the 
main entrance to the top of the building’s crown. Above these the words 
“Ebbets Field,” in full caps, were mounted on the façade’s setback. Below 
the windows was a galvanized- iron, glass- glazed marquis that ran fi ft y- 
six feet above the main entrance. Beyond were three curved doors that 
recessed into the wall on either side when the gates were opened. Th is 
majestic façade would come to defi ne the ballpark in the national psyche 
for generations to come.
Inside the main entrance was a semicircular rotunda, the most ornate 
element of the ballpark. It contained a circular room, eighty feet in diam-
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eter, with Italian marble columns and a marble mosaic tile fl oor patterned 
aft er the circular stitching on a baseball. Fourteen gilded- cage ticket win-
dows were located along the circular walls. Each window had adjacent 
doors and a turnstile behind it to effi  ciently control the fl ow of fans into 
the ballpark’s grandstands. Th e ceiling was elliptical and reached a height 
of twenty- seven feet at the center. Th e most charming element of the ro-
tunda, however, was a magnifi cent chandelier with twelve facsimile bats 
suspending illuminated glass baseball globes.2
Anyone who entered the ballpark that day must have been awed not 
only by the impressive surroundings but by the fact that Dodgers owner 
Charles Ebbets, an infamous penny- pincher, had spent his money so ex-
travagantly. At a cost of $750,000, the project was a huge fi nancial risk, 
one that forced Ebbets to take his contractors, Stephen and Edward McK-
eever, as partners. He realized that the success of his franchise depended 
not only on building a winning team but on constructing a larger, more 
3. Brooklyn’s Ebbets Field, opened on April 5, 1913, was among the fi rst concrete- and- 
steel ballparks. Th e park eventually became famous for its circus- like atmosphere and 
the hapless play of the hometown Dodgers, more aff ectionately known as “dem Bums.” 
(National Baseball Hall of Fame Library, Cooperstown, New York)
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permanent ballpark than the rickety old bandbox the Dodgers had called 
home for most of the past three decades. Ebbets risked his fortune on a 
hunch that the new ballpark would attract fans on a routine basis at a time 
when interest in baseball was growing across the nation. Besides, Flatbush 
was an ideal location, just a few miles from the Brooklyn Bridge and near 
more than a dozen transit lines. Ebbets predicted that those advantages 
would translate into a handsome return on his investment.3
If the pregame activity was any indication of the future, Ebbets had good 
reason to be optimistic. Eager fans jammed inside the Rotunda as game 
time neared. Designed to provide fans with shelter from the rain and a 
comfortable place to meet before the game or linger aft er it, the Rotunda 
on this day became a maelstrom of excitement, tension, and frustration. 
Incoming hordes pressed against those who had already purchased tick-
ets, eliciting profane and colorful language. A few women were the victims 
of unsolicited pinches, and reports of pickpockets kept the police busy.
By 1:30 p.m., most of the seats in the grandstands and bleachers were 
occupied, and the bluff  across Montgomery Street behind the left - center- 
fi eld fence was packed with onlookers up to the corner at Bedford Ave-
nue. While the fans settled in to the music of Shannon’s 23rd Regimental 
Band, they were struck by the intimacy of the new ballpark.4 Its covered 
double- deck grandstand, which began in right- fi eld foul territory and 
wrapped around the diamond to just past third base, hugged the infi eld, 
allowing fans to interact with the players. On the third base side, the 
grandstand went only forty feet past the infi eld, and uncovered single- 
decked bleacher seats extended the rest of the way to the left - fi eld foul 
pole. Th e fences were 9 feet high across the outfi eld, and the dimensions 
were 417 feet from home plate down the left - fi eld foul line, 477 feet to 
dead center, and 301 feet down the right- fi eld foul line. Unless you were 
a left - handed hitter, those were formidable distances. Predictably Ebbets 
Field would come to be known as a “pitcher’s park.”5 Fans were also im-
pressed by such innovations as a scoreboard that displayed not only line 
scores of out- of- town games but who was up in the batting order, and a 
microphone situated near home plate so balls and strikes could be heard 
throughout the ballpark.6
Shortly aft er three o’clock, Charley Ebbets accompanied Edward McK-
eever and his wife, Jennie, out to center fi eld to begin the ceremonies. Th e 
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players of both teams, dressed in their eight- button sweaters and with 
arms folded or hands behind their backs, stood behind the threesome 
as Jennie McKeever slowly hoisted Old Glory with an occasional pause 
for photographs. Aft er the fl ag was raised, dignitaries, fans, and ballplay-
ers removed their hats and the band played the national anthem. Ebbets 
assigned the honor of the ceremonial fi rst pitch to his twenty- year- old 
daughter, Genevieve, who threw a perfect strike to umpire Bob Emslie. 
Th en, to the roar of the crowd, the Brooklyn Dodgers took the fi eld.
Dodgers ace Nap Rucker retired the Yankees in order in the fi rst. In the 
bottom of the inning, Brooklyn second baseman George Cutshaw, bat-
ting second, singled up the middle for the fi rst hit in Ebbets Field. Later 
that same inning, Zack Wheat provoked the fi rst humorous blunder in 
the ballpark’s long and storied comic tradition. Loft ing a foul pop- up in 
third- base foul territory, Wheat stood and watched as Roy Hartzell, the 
Yankees’ third baseman, took a headfi rst dive into a group of band mem-
bers, hitting his head on the bass drum. Fans laughed uproariously as the 
sound resonated throughout the ballpark and, true to form, unmercifully 
razzed the infi elder for the remainder of the game.
Casey Stengel, the Dodgers’ lead- off  hitter, scored the fi rst run in the 
fi ft h when he hit a long, hard line drive to left - center. Yankee center fi elder 
Harry Wolter tried to cut it off , but as he reached for the ball he inadver-
tently kicked it. As the ball rolled to the wall, Casey scampered around the 
bases for an inside- the- park home run. Th e following inning, Jake Daubert 
replicated the feat, once again hitting a hard liner in Wolter’s vicinity. Al-
though the Yankees tied the game with a couple of runs in the top of the 
ninth, the Dodgers prevailed in the bottom of the inning when Red Smith 
singled in Wheat from third base, capping the 3– 2 Brooklyn victory.7
“Rejoice, ye fans,” urged the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, “and deliver thanks 
for Charles Hercules Ebbets’ magnifi cent stadium, the greatest ballpark 
in these United States,” dedicated in the presence of “25,000 wildly enthu-
siastic rooters and at least 7,000 others who witnessed the 3– 2 trouncing 
of Frank Chance’s Yankees from the bluff s that overlook the fi eld.”8 Th e 
Brooklyn Daily Standard Union compared the new ballpark to the temples 
of ancient Rome and predicted that Ebbets Field would “last 200 years, or 
four times as long as the average structure.” Pointing out that there was 
no apostrophe on the name “Ebbets Field” above the main entrance, the 
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newspaper explained that while the “huge amphitheater is named aft er 
the man who built it,” the ballpark is “really dedicated to the fans and the 
Brooklyn team.”9 Th ose last words were prophetic.
Th e history of Ebbets Field refl ects the love aff air between the Dodgers 
and their blue- collar fans. Th e losing tradition that unfolded there actu-
ally endeared the team to Brooklynites, who aff ectionately referred to the 
Dodgers as “dem Bums.” Just as important was the comedic way the team 
lost: outfi elders colliding in pursuit of a fl y ball, wacky miscues on the 
base paths, and players forgetting the number of outs in an inning, lead-
ing to even more blunders. Th e comedy of errors made the team lovable 
because it reminded the fans of their own humanness. Essentially Brook-
lyn’s fans embraced the Dodgers because cheering for the team was like 
rooting for themselves. In the process the fans discovered common ground 
with each other, especially aft er Jackie Robinson broke the color barrier in 
1947. Baseball became the great equalizer, the one institution that allowed 
everyone to stand on equal footing, regardless of race or ethnicity. Ebbets 
Field became a melting pot for an ethnically diverse, racially mixed com-
munity. In fact Brooklyn was ready for the integration of baseball by the 
mid- 1940s because the Dodgers and their ballpark were at the center of 
demographic trends and prevailing notions about ethnicity and race that 
allowed baseball to break its infamous color barrier. Ultimately Ebbets 
Field, the Dodgers, and their fans served as powerful catalysts for social 
change, playing a pivotal role in the integration of the national pastime.
Brooklyn’s love aff air with the Dodgers began on May 9, 1883, when a 
thousand or so fans turned out to watch their predecessors, the Brook-
lyn Polka Dots, defeat Harrisburg, 7– 1, near Prospect Park. Known for 
their fl ashy, polka- dot hosiery, the team chalked up a second victory, 13– 
6, three days later against Trenton at their brand- new home, Washing-
ton Park. Situated in a hollowed- out basin some twenty- fi ve feet below 
street level at Th ird Street and Fourth Avenue in the Red Hook section of 
the city, the ballpark sported a single- tier wooden grandstand along with 
bleachers to accommodate as many as two thousand spectators. Th e Pol-
ka Dots were owned and operated by real estate dealer Charles H. Byrne 
and his Manhattan gambling house partner, Joseph J. Doyle. Hoping to 
achieve greater respectability, Byrne arranged for his amateur club to join 
the American Association the following season. In 1887, when six of the 
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players got married, the Polka Dots changed their name to the Brooklyn 
Bridegrooms, popularly called the “Grooms.”10
Aft er capturing the American Association pennant in 1889, the Grooms 
traveled across the East River to Manhattan to play the National League’s 
Giants for bragging rights as the “best team in baseball.” Although the 
Giants prevailed in the best- of- eleven- game series, six games to three, 
owner John Day proved to be a sore winner. “We will never play your 
team again,” Day said to Byrne. “Your players are dirty. Th ey constantly 
stall and complain. We’ve been deprived of three games by trickery,” he 
complained, referring to Brooklyn’s repeated attempts to stall and have 
the game called for darkness once they held a lead. “I don’t mind los-
ing games on their merits,” Day added, “but I do mind being robbed of 
them.”11 Unfortunately for Day, Brooklyn jumped to the National League 
in 1890, and the acrimonious rivalry between the two New York teams 
was born. It was part of a larger competition with Manhattan that came 
to defi ne Brooklyn’s idiosyncratic culture.
Located on the southwestern tip of Long Island and situated on New 
York harbor across the East River from Manhattan, Brooklyn, Kings Coun-
ty, was once an independent municipality and, during the second half of 
the nineteenth century, the third largest city in the nation. Th e population 
of 396,099 in 1870 was exceeded only by the populations of New York City 
and Philadelphia. Th e other towns of Kings County were largely rural, 
with a combined population of less than 12,500. Gradually those nearest 
Brooklyn became annexed to it, including Flatlands, New Utrecht, Gra-
vesend, Jamaica Bay, and Williamsburg. Th e steam railway and elevated 
train linked these towns to Brooklyn, making the downtown accessible 
to the growing population. As the 1880s unfolded, the working class and 
immigrants took up residence in the neighborhoods of the annexed area 
(called the Eastern District), most notably the German and Irish. Many of 
these residents formed the backbone of labor for the booming industries 
that dominated the waterfront of the Eastern District, including shipbuild-
ing, grain storage, sugar refi ning, and glass manufacturing.12
Th e completion of the Brooklyn Bridge in 1883 established the fi rst 
physical link between the nation’s largest and third largest cities. It also 
symbolized the end of Brooklyn’s independence as well as an impend-
ing political union with New York City. By 1898 unabated economic and 
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demographic growth pushed Brooklyn to the limit of its allowable state 
debt and almost exhausted its ability to issue bonds. Republican reform-
ers, realizing that Brooklyn’s economic and political future was tied to 
New York City, defeated the Democratic machine, long in control of lo-
cal government, and moved toward consolidation. On January 1, 1898, 
Brooklyn combined with Manhattan and the boroughs of Queens, Staten 
Island, and the Bronx to create modern- day New York City.13 Brooklyn 
was now a borough and would eventually become the poor stepchild of 
the more refi ned Manhattan.
Brooklyn was known as the borough of well- attended churches, tree- 
lined neighborhoods, and trolleys, while Manhattan was “the city” of of-
fi ce buildings where professionals worked, women shopped, and anyone 
who had money spent their Saturday nights. Brooklyn had Coney Island, 
stickball in the streets, bargain racks, and doo- wop, but Manhattan had 
world- class museums, Sax Fift h Avenue, and Carnegie Hall.14 Predict-
ably Brooklynites developed an inferiority complex. Dominated by blue- 
collar, ethnic neighborhoods with names like Crown Heights, Bedford- 
Stuyvesant, Bay Ridge, Bensonhurst, and Flatbush, Brooklyn was home 
to a working- class people with a colorful, irreverent sense of humor and 
an eternal chip on their shoulder.15 Boisterous and combative, they rev-
eled in even the smallest victory over their cross- town rival and somehow 
managed to make a virtue out of any setback.16 Baseball would prove to 
be the most popular ground for bragging rights.
In 1890 Brooklyn won the National League pennant, in spite of its ros-
ter being raided by the newly created Players League, established the year 
before. Flatbush businessman George Chauncey fi nanced the renegade 
league’s Brooklyn team and built a home ballpark in sparsely populated 
Brownsville, where he had extensive real estate holdings. When the Players’ 
League folded, Chauncey arranged a merger of his team with the Bride-
grooms, who left  Washington Park for the more “modern” Eastern Park 
in Brownsville. It was a bad decision. Brownsville was not very accessible 
by public transportation and the town’s residents were mostly new immi-
grants who didn’t understand the sport.17 In addition, most of the seats 
were too expensive, a fact that did not escape the writers of the Brooklyn 
Eagle. “Twenty- fi ve cents” should be the price to see a game, they argued. 
“Not only does baseball cost more, but the ball game is held on the out-
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skirts of town, the seats are hard, the grandstand is open to the wind, snow 
and rain, there are no reliefs of scenery or music— nothing but sandwiches 
and frankfurters— and no guarantee that a poor, spiritless show may not 
be given.”18 For eight forgettable years the team remained in Brownsville 
until it was rescued by Charles Ebbets, a ticket taker who had risen to 
president and stockholder of the club. Ebbets returned the team to Wash-
ington Park with the fi nancial assistance of several transportation moguls 
who profi ted by having the ballpark reachable by their streetcar lines.19
When the Grooms’ majority stockholder Charles Byrne died in 1898, 
the owners of the Baltimore Orioles, Ned Hanlon and Harry Von der 
Horst, saw the opportunity to invest in Brooklyn’s more lucrative market. 
In 1899 they purchased a half interest in the Bridegrooms and changed 
the team’s name to Superbas, aft er a popular vaudeville act, Hanlon’s Su-
perbas. While Hanlon retained the presidency of the Orioles, he took 
over as manager in Brooklyn. He also brought along with him the tal-
ented core of the Orioles, including Joe Kelley, a regular .300 hitter with 
a rifl e arm; “Wee Willie” Keeler, a fi ve- foot- four- inch outfi elder and the 
game’s most prominent place hitter; and Hughie Jennings, a fi ery short-
stop who hailed from the Pennsylvania coal mines. Th ese future Hall of 
Famers were notoriously profane and brought a fi erce, combative style to 
Brooklyn as well as such controversial tactics as “tipping the bat” and the 
“hidden ball play.” Th e fans adored them and fl ocked to the ballpark to 
see them play. Th e Superbas’ combination of ferocity, skill, and trickery 
enabled them to win National League pennants in 1899 and 1900.20 But 
the good fortune didn’t last long.
In 1902 Charles Ebbets purchased a majority interest in the Superbas 
and changed the team’s name to Dodgers, a reference to the adept skill of 
Brooklynites to “dodge” the city’s many street trolleys.21 Th at same year 
the Dodgers’ roster was raided by the upstart American League, and the 
team was left  with few star players. What’s worse, constant clashes be-
tween Ebbets and Hanlon, who continued to manage the team, hastened 
the club’s decline, and the Dodgers slipped into the second division, where 
they remained for more than a decade. Hanlon was fi red in 1905 aft er the 
club fi nished in last place, fi ft y- six and a half games out.22 Perhaps the only 
thing that kept the Dodgers alive was their interborough rivalry with the 
New York Giants, who always attracted a sellout crowd.23
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Perennial losers, the Dodgers attracted most fans to Washington Park by 
the sheer amusement of their incompetent play. Ebbets’s penny- pinching 
ways forced the team to remain in their rickety old bandbox. To spite him, 
many fans shunned the admission price to watch games from the Gin-
ney Flats apartment building, just beyond the center- fi eld wall. Neigh-
borhood saloonkeepers encouraged their rowdyism by selling discount-
ed beer, adding to the circus- like atmosphere. Outfi elder Casey Stengel, 
who began his playing career with Brooklyn in 1912, quickly learned to 
trade insults with the best of them and developed a quick wit that would 
see him through many a losing season, both as a player and a manager.24
Ebbets eventually realized that the only way to secure a sizable return 
on his investment was to build a larger, more permanent ballpark that 
would attract fans on a routine basis. To that end, he purchased a site 
in the underdeveloped section of Flatbush, just east of Prospect Park, 
for $100,000. Ground was broken in March 1912, and the new stadium 
opened the following year.25
Th e opening of the new ballpark marked the beginnings of a new, more 
promising era in Dodgers baseball, a fact that was underscored by the 
hiring of Wilbert Robinson as the team’s new manager in 1914. Once an 
outstanding catcher for the Baltimore Orioles, Robinson would go on to 
become pitching coach and, in 1902, manager of the Orioles. Known for 
his jovial and easygoing disposition, the portly manager was nicknamed 
“Uncle Robbie” by the Brooklyn sportswriters. Together with ace pitcher 
Jack Pfeff er and aging stars Rube Marquard and Jake Daubert, Robinson 
led the team to National League pennants in 1916 and 1920 and was hailed 
as a genius by the fans, who called his teams the “Robins.” Of course, the 
Robins were called less complimentary names aft er they dropped the 
World Series to the Boston Red Sox in 1916 and to the Cleveland Indians 
in 1920. Still, as long as Charles Ebbets ran the club, the Dodgers were 
successful. But when he died in 1925, club offi  cials named Robinson as 
the new president, and the club returned to the second division. Despite 
featuring several future Hall of Famers like Max Carey, Zach Wheat, and 
Dazzy Vance, the team could never quite reach the top. Robinson’s absent-
mindedness and casual approach to life became trademarks of his teams, 
which were appropriately named the “Daffi  ness Boys.”26
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Th e comedic highlight of these miserable years occurred on August 
15, 1926, when the Dodgers, in a game against the Boston Braves, loaded 
the bases with one out in the bottom of the seventh of a tie game. Up to 
the plate stepped Babe Herman, a superb hitter, who promptly smacked a 
line drive off  the fence in right- center fi eld. Two runs should have scored, 
but only one crossed the plate. When the dust cleared there were three 
Dodgers base runners standing on third base. Th e umpire called out two 
of the runners to retire the side.27 Th e wacky miscue became part of Dodg-
ers folklore and gave rise to a popular joke about the cab driver who was 
cruising past Ebbets Field and asked a spectator how the game was going. 
When the fan replied, “Th e Dodgers have three men on base,” the cabbie 
asked, “Which base?”28
While the Dodgers were fl oundering in the second division, Brooklyn’s 
black teams were fl ourishing. Negro League Baseball had been popular in 
the borough since 1904, when John Connor, proprietor of the elite Royal 
Café in Bedford- Stuyvesant, established the Brooklyn Royal Giants. Con-
ner believed that black baseball would be good for business and recruited 
such outstanding players as shortstop Grant “Home Run” Johnson and 
catcher Bruce Petway, a college student in Nashville. Initially the Royal 
Giants operated primarily as a traveling team because of the abundance 
of Negro League clubs within a hundred- mile radius, including the Phila-
delphia Giants, Cuban X- Giants, Genuine Cuban Giants, Quaker Giants 
of New York, Baltimore Giants, and Keystone Giants of Philadelphia.29 In 
1912 the Royal Giants began playing regularly at Washington Park, and the 
team’s fortunes thrived under a new owner, Nat Strong, a white booking 
agent. Strong added future pitching ace “Cannonball” Dick Redding and 
catcher Louis Santop, the fi rst great power hitter in Negro League history 
and a regular .400 hitter. As a result, the Royal Giants occasionally con-
tended for the Eastern Colored League title during the 1920s.
Another great team was the Lincoln Giants, who regularly played in 
Brooklyn before establishing a regular home in Harlem. Th e club’s ace was 
Smokey Joe Williams, an imposing six- foot- fi ve- inch right- hander with 
a blazing fastball and pinpoint control. With Williams on the mound, 
the Lincoln Giants were arguably the very best team in black baseball.30 
A third Negro League team, the Brooklyn Eagles, played at Ebbets Field 
before relocating to Newark, New Jersey, in 1936. Th ey would go on to 
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become a fi rst division club in the Negro National League.31 With such 
teams as the Royal Giants, the Lincoln Giants, and the Eagles, as well as 
a dozen other Negro League teams that visited the borough, Brooklynites 
grew accustomed to watching exceptional black baseball. In the process 
the borough’s Negro League teams served to gain a modicum of respect 
among white fans as well as lessen the social tensions that existed between 
the two races during the early decades of the twentieth century.
Contrary to popular belief, Brooklyn was not always a melting pot 
where diff erent ethnic and racial groups lived happily together. Histori-
cally neighborhoods were divided along ethnic and racial lines. While 
rich in social diversity, the diff erent groups did not really associate with 
each other. Hostilities were especially pronounced between the hundreds 
of thousands of immigrants who came to Brooklyn at the turn of the cen-
tury from southern and eastern Europe and the German and Irish im-
migrants who had settled in the borough earlier.32 Italians settled in Wil-
liamsburg, Sunset Park, and the South Brooklyn– Red Hook area, where 
the men could fi nd work as laborers along the docks or in the warehous-
es, plants, and piers of the shipyard.33 Jews, who fl ed from religious per-
secution in eastern Europe, settled in the old German neighborhoods of 
Williamsburg and Brownsville, located between Bedford- Stuyvesant and 
Canarsie. By 1930 Brownsville had become the largest Jewish community 
in the United States. But these were not the same kinds of Jews who had 
settled earlier in Williamsburg. Th ose were German, middle- class Jews, 
with a strong work ethic and an appreciation for education and Wagne-
rian opera. Th e new Jews, according to the Hebrew Standard, were “of a 
low class” and had “no religious, social or intellectual ties to their prede-
cessors in Williamsburg.”34 Th e more established Jewish population dis-
tanced itself from these recent arrivals.
In 1924 the United States passed legislation restricting immigration 
from southern and eastern Europe, and for the next forty years the new-
comers were mostly African Americans from the rural South. Lured by 
northern job recruiters and promises of a better life in the industrial North, 
thousands of southern blacks migrated to Brooklyn between World War I 
and the 1930s in what has become known as “the Great Migration.”35 Un-
like the European immigrants who preceded them, however, blacks faced 
not only discrimination but de facto segregation in their eff orts to seek 
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employment and housing. Weeksville, the largest and best- known black 
neighborhood, was called “Blackville” by whites who lived on its periph-
ery. Similarly whites dubbed a nearby elevation “Crow Hill” because of 
“all the darkies who lived there,” according to a retired white policeman 
who once patrolled the area.36 Brownville’s Jews begrudgingly tolerated 
rather than accepted blacks on an equal footing in a neighborhood that 
became known as the home of the Socialist Labor Movement and the 
Murder, Inc. mob. Racial tensions between blacks and whites also ex-
Map 1. Brooklyn, ca. 1940s. (Map by Michael Hockenbury)
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isted in Bedford- Stuyvesant, where whites, encouraged by the Ku Klux 
Klan, established restrictive covenants to prevent blacks from purchas-
ing property.37 As outlying residential areas developed, black migrants 
fl ocked to the downtown neighborhoods, where they rented rooms and 
apartments in converted one- family houses. Decline and deterioration in 
these neighborhoods followed.38
Despite the racial tensions, Brooklyn’s African American population 
enjoyed greater stability than blacks in other major American cities be-
cause of the existence of a prosperous middle class. Some came from the 
Fort Greene– Washington Park area, where they opened churches, clothing 
stores, restaurants, and nightclubs. Others were transplants from Manhat-
tan drawn by Brooklyn’s better educational facilities for blacks.39 By 1930 
Brooklyn had ninety- four black- owned businesses with combined net 
sales of $500,000.40 Th e existence of such a prosperous middle- class dis-
proved notions of African American inferiority among Brooklyn’s whites, 
showing that the American Dream of social and economic mobility tran-
scended racial boundaries.
Social acceptance of minorities by whites increased during the Great 
Depression. Brooklyn became home to a growing African American pop-
ulation drawn to the borough by less expensive, roomier housing than 
elsewhere in New York City. Joining blacks were an increasing number of 
Puerto Ricans who left  their poverty- stricken homeland in search of jobs 
in the Navy Yard area and Greenpoint. White residents were increasingly 
forced to live in the same neighborhoods with these minorities as pov-
erty became a social and economic equalizer among Brooklynites.41 Th e 
Democratic Party strengthened the bonds between these diff erent racial 
and ethnic groups through employment in its New Deal work programs. 
Hoping to displace the borough’s Republican hegemony, Democratic poli-
ticians actively courted and won over African Americans, Puerto Ricans, 
and working- class whites, all of whom relied on the services of munici-
pal government.42
Bill Reddy, a white who grew up in Borough Park in a predominantly 
Irish and Jewish neighborhood, recalled, “Th e great thing about being a 
kid in Brooklyn during the 1930s was that it didn’t matter what your ethnic 
background was. . . . Everybody was the same. Nobody had anything.”43 
Joe Flaherty, Reddy’s neighbor, admits that white kids were naïve about 
Buy the Book
26 • Bro oklyn’s  Bums
race relations. “We didn’t know we had a race problem,” he said. “We liked 
to think that Negroes didn’t need anything, that they were happy in their 
place. Sure, there were some tough black kids. But there wasn’t this myo-
pic focus on blacks that there is today.”44 Both Flaherty and Reddy suggest 
that color blindness prevailed during their childhoods, at least in Borough 
Park. But such a perspective is tainted by the fact that neither individual 
had much contact with blacks during their youth. Jim McGowan, an Af-
rican American who was raised in Bedford- Stuyvesant, agrees that the 
“racial climate was entirely diff erent than it is today” but bases the claim 
on his experience in an integrated neighborhood:
Growing up in the 1940s, I was part of a multicultural society that 
included Jews, Italian and Irish Catholics, and blacks of many skin 
tones. I really never knew what racial discrimination was because 
of the exposure I had to all kinds of people. Blacks and whites lived 
together in the same neighborhoods, worked together, and went to 
school together.
I also think that being the son of a white father and a black moth-
er, which was pretty common in Brooklyn in those days, allowed me 
to be fairly open- minded about race relations.45
Regardless of the perspective, one thing is clear: Brooklyn’s blacks and 
whites did not believe they had a “race problem” in the 1930s and 1940s. 
Most of the whites were immigrants or the sons and daughters of im-
migrants. Half of these were Jews who had escaped persecution, fi rst 
by Russian czars and later by the Nazis. Th e rest were Irish and Italian 
Catholics who had fl ed Europe to escape economic hardship and politi-
cal or religious persecution. Th ere was also a growing African Ameri-
can population, whose history was inextricably tied to persecution, fi rst 
through slavery and later through Jim Crow. Persecution, racial or reli-
gious, was the common denominator for all of these groups. In addition 
every social group that resided in the borough came as a minority. Ev-
eryone was poor, and everyone struggled to make a living. Th ese com-
mon circumstances created a strong sense of identity in which race and 
ethnicity were much less important that one’s character as a human be-
ing and how one treated one’s neighbors. It’s also what allowed Brooklyn 
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to become the biggest melting pot in the nation and play a pivotal role 
in breaking baseball’s color line.
But baseball’s integration was still a decade away; in the mid- 1930s the 
Dodgers were more concerned about winning ball games and improving 
attendance rates than social justice. A succession of managers followed 
Wilbert Robinson, none of them able to build a contender. But the lo-
cal press managed to fi nd some humor in an otherwise hopeless situa-
tion. Sportswriter Sid Mercer dubbed the Dodgers “Bums,” inspired by a 
leather- lunged fan who regularly sat behind home plate and shouted “Ya 
bum, ya!” whenever the team committed an error. Th e name stuck, and 
soon the newspaper headlines featured “Bums” as oft en as “Dodgers.” Car-
toonist Willard Mullin underscored the label by creating the “Flatbush 
bum,” which quickly became a nationally known symbol for the team as 
well as for Brooklyn itself. By 1938 Ebbets Field was in a state of disrepair 
and the team was in debt to the Brooklyn Trust Company for $500,000. 
George McLaughlin, president of the Trust, warned that the club’s credit 
would be severely restricted unless it improved its leadership.46
When the Dodgers hired Larry MacPhail as general manager in 1938, 
their fortunes changed for the better. MacPhail rejuvenated the organiza-
tion both on and off  the fi eld. He began immediately by repainting Ebbets 
Field, renovating its bathrooms, and installing electric lights for night 
games. Accordingly on June 15, 1938, the Dodgers hosted Cincinnati in 
baseball’s fi rst night game before a sellout crowd. Night baseball was only 
one of many promotions MacPhail introduced, though not all of them 
proved to be successful. On August 2, for example, Brooklyn experimented 
with yellow baseballs in a game against the St. Louis Cardinals. Although 
yellow was supposed to be easier to see than white, the players didn’t like 
the innovation and the experiment was dropped. Similarly MacPhail hired 
former Yankee great Babe Ruth as a fi rst- base coach for the second half 
of the season. Th ough Ruth believed that he was being given a trial as the 
team’s next manager, MacPhail was simply exploiting the star’s popularity, 
realizing that fans would turn out early to watch the Bambino knock balls 
out of the park. Of course, Ruth, still yearning for the spotlight, obliged.47 
As a result of the various promotions, attendance doubled to 660,000 
for the season.48 Th e Dodgers’ new popularity was even memorialized in 
an irreverent poem by Dan Parker of the Daily Mirror, who wrote about 
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“Murgatroyd Darcy,” a baseball groupie, who forsook the “juke joints” for 
Ebbets Field to root for her “gallant knights,” the Dodgers.49
Aft er the 1938 season, MacPhail replaced manager Burleigh Grimes with 
one of his players, shortstop Leo Durocher, and spent freely to acquire vet-
eran stars who combined with talented prospects to turn the team into one 
of the best in the National League. Durocher, who was loud, obnoxious, 
and driven, distanced some of the players and was quickly dubbed “Leo 
the Lip.” But he inspired more than he alienated. His fi erce desire to win 
overcame complaints against him, and the Dodgers steadily rose in the 
standings. Aft er a third- place fi nish in 1939 and second- place in 1940, the 
Dodgers clinched the pennant in 1941, winning one hundred games.50 Th e 
team was led by veteran fi rst baseman Dolph Camilli, who led the league 
in home runs (34) and rbis (120); center fi elder Pete Reiser, who led the 
league in batting (.343), slugging (.558), and runs scored (117); right fi elder 
Dixie Walker, who was supposedly over the hill but somehow managed 
to hit .311; and pitchers Kirby Higbe and Whitlow Wyatt, both of whom 
were tied for the league lead with twenty- two wins apiece.51
Th e Dodgers faced the New York Yankees in the World Series that year. 
Aft er three games the Yanks enjoyed a two- games- to- one lead. However, 
the Dodgers threatened to come back. With two outs in the ninth inning 
of Game Four, Brooklyn held a 4– 3 lead and looked as if they’d tie the Se-
ries. Tommy Henrich came to bat for New York, facing Dodgers hurler 
Hugh Casey. Casey recorded two quick strikes on Henrich before throw-
ing a rapidly sinking curve ball. Henrich swung and missed for strike 
three. But the ball got past Dodgers catcher Mickey Owens and rolled 
all the way to the backstop, allowing Henrich to reach fi rst base easily. It 
was all the Yankees needed. New York went on to win the game, 7– 4.52 
Th e following day the Bronx Bombers clinched the championship, and 
another painful tradition was born: losing to the Yankees in the World 
Series. Aft er the ’41 Fall Classic ended, the Brooklyn Eagle ran a headline 
that would become famous: “Wait till Next Year!”53 It would become the 
rallying cry for Brooklynites, who became renowned for their fortitude 
and obstinate belief in “next year.”
Although MacPhail never won a world championship in Brooklyn, he 
is credited with laying the foundations of the team’s golden age. One of 
his greatest moves was luring a young, sweet- talking broadcaster by the 
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name of Walter “Red” Barber from Cincinnati to New York during the 
winter of 1938– 39. Prior to that time, none of New York’s Major League 
teams allowed their games to be broadcast over the radio, fearing that it 
would lead to a decrease in attendance. MacPhail, on the other hand, be-
lieved that radio could serve to promote the game by advertising it. His 
instinct proved to be correct. With Barber at the microphone on Open-
ing Day of 1939, New York City experienced its fi rst radio coverage of big 
league baseball. By the end of the season, attendance at games rose to 
955,000— up by 295,000 from the previous year— and the Dodgers out-
drew the Yankees by 100,000 and the Giants by 250,000.54
Radio became an instant hit, and many fans began to build their lives 
around the Dodgers because of it. Radios were everywhere— in homes, 
cars, stores. During the summer months Brooklynites would pipe the 
Dodgers broadcast into the streets. In fact in some neighborhoods it was 
possible for pedestrians to hear the game uninterrupted because of the 
popularity of the practice. At fi rst Barber’s southern drawl and down- home 
expressions startled listeners. If the Dodgers were launching a rally, he’d 
say, “Th e boys are tearing up the pea patch.” If Brooklyn appeared to clinch 
the game, it was “tied up in a crocus sack.” A bench- clearing brawl was 
a “rhubarb.” Base runners in scoring position were “ducks on the pond.” 
Barber’s distinctive voice and engaging personality soon won over the 
hearts of Brooklynites, especially women. Female interest in baseball in-
creased, and MacPhail capitalized on it by promoting “Ladies Day,” giv-
ing free admission to women.55
Barber was much more than a play- by- play announcer, though. He 
was a reporter who used his reportorial skills to educate listeners about 
the game. Using personal insight and amusing anecdotes, he was able to 
make a 10– 1 rout interesting. He’d arrive three hours before game time and 
stand around the batting cage, where he’d pick up tidbits of information 
on a particular player’s hitting mechanics or a pitcher’s delivery. Th at in-
formation would be interspersed throughout his broadcast.56 And while 
Barber was making Brooklynites the most knowledgeable fans in the game, 
he was also cultivating a personal connection with them. Brooklynites in-
vited him into their living rooms each day, where they listened from their 
sofas and armchairs. Businessmen and secretaries made him part of the 
offi  ce. Kids mimicked his idiosyncratic expressions while doing their own 
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play- by- play in neighborhood stickball games. Radio made Red Barber 
a household name in Brooklyn. But television made him a broadcasting 
legend on August 26, 1939, when nbc put him behind the microphone 
for the fi rst televised baseball game, a Saturday aft ernoon double- header, 
pitting the Dodgers against the Cincinnati Reds.57 Together— radio, tele-
vision, and Barber— changed the nature of baseball forever.
Despite his success, MacPhail was not long for Brooklyn. For years 
he had struggled with alcoholism, and aft er one of his benders he alleg-
edly traded the entire Dodgers team to the St. Louis Cardinals. But Sam 
Braden, the Cardinals’ owner, was unable to raise the $3 million needed 
before the Dodgers’ stockholders nixed the deal.58 Furious at having lost 
the ’41 World Series, MacPhail bore down harder on Durocher. Th e fi nal 
straw came in July 1942, when center fi elder Pete Reiser crashed into the 
concrete wall at Ebbets in pursuit of a fl y ball. He lost consciousness and 
was taken to the hospital. Diagnosed with a fractured skull and a severe 
concussion, Reiser was told by the attending physician that he was through 
for the season. But MacPhail refused to accept the diagnosis. Believing 
that the star outfi elder could prove to be the diff erence for the Dodgers 
in a hotly contested pennant race with St. Louis, he ordered Durocher 
to play the youngster. Reiser complied, despite suff ering from double vi-
sion. Naturally he was ineff ective both at the plate and in the fi eld, and 
the Dodgers lost the pennant. MacPhail, already infuriated by the team’s 
stockholders, who criticized him for his excessive spending, resigned on 
September 24, 1942, and accepted a commission as colonel in the U.S. 
Army.59 Shortly aft erward the Dodgers named Branch Rickey, recently 
dismissed as general manager of the Cardinals, as MacPhail’s successor.
Rickey promised to make Brooklyn “the baseball capital of America.”60 
Little did anyone realize at the time that he had plans to do much more 
than that. Rickey believed that Brooklyn, with its racial tolerance, grow-
ing African American population, die- hard working- class fans, and pen-
chant for the underdog was the ideal place to launch a noble experiment 
to integrate baseball.61 Within the next fi ve years he would not only revo-
lutionize the national pastime but would help to inspire the modern civil 
rights movement in the United States.
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